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Paisley: Madison County's Sea Island Cotton Industry, 1870-1916

MADISON COUNTY’S SEA ISLAND COTTON
INDUSTRY, 1870-1916
by C LIFTON P AISLEY *

with a silky fiber, great tensile strength,
Tand a staple atcotton
least one and five-eighths inches in length
HE DEMAND FOR

created a boom in the growing of Sea Island cotton in North
Florida and South Georgia during the last third of the nineteenth
century. Although Sea Island never comprised more than one per
cent of the cotton grown in the United States, the use of its longstaple fibers for fine fabrics, laces, thread, and eventually for
automobile tires enabled “long cotton,” as it was called, to command a price that was double and sometimes triple that paid for
Upland short-staple cotton. The price lured an increasing number of farmers into production of Sea Island, while special facilities for ginning provided by such communities as Madison, Florida, both encouraged production and resulted in moderate prosperity for these towns. Madison at one time claimed it had
“the largest Sea Island cotton gin in the world,” and during the
fall long lines of wagons waited to unload seed cotton at the
Florida Manufacturing Company. This prosperity continued into
the twentieth century but was halted by the arrival of the boll
weevil in 1916. While this pest only curtailed the growing of
Upland short-staple cotton, it completely wiped out the more
slowly maturing Sea Island.
Although it was called Sea Island cotton, it was almost entirely an inland crop during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was limited to a comparatively small part of
the Cotton Belt— sections of South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida.
Only in South Carolina was the crop grown on the sea islands—
James, Edisto, John, and Wadmalaw— where a long tradition of
careful breeding, cultivating, and handling had resulted in the
production of premium varieties that sold at top prices, sometimes as much as eighty cents a pound. There was a limited demand for this quality-grade cotton with a staple of more than
*
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two inches. Elsewhere in South Carolina, Sea Island grew in a
narrow strip along the coast. In Georgia the principal growing
area was inland, extending from Bulloch and Tatnall counties,
west of Savannah, in a southwestward direction to Berrien and
Lowndes counties. In Florida the principal growing area extended from Madison County eastward and southeastward into
Suwannee, Hamilton, Columbia, Alachua, Bradford, and Baker
counties. This interior section of Georgia and Florida produced a cotton with a staple length of one and five-eighths to
one and seven-eighths inches which in prosperous years brought
a price of from twenty-five to forty or fifty cents a pound.1
Sea Island cotton had moved inland during the two decades
preceding the Civil War, particularly in the 1850s when demand
for the long staple in English mills considerably increased the
price. Before this time its American habitat had been limited to
the southeast coast, particularly the sea islands of South Carolina
and Georgia to which Gossypium barbadense had been introduced from the West Indies in 1786-1787.2 The price paid for
the kind of Sea Island cotton grown in Florida ranged from
thirty-nine to forty-nine cents a pound in 1853.3 For the year
ending August 31, 1858, Sea Island production totalled 25,685
bags in Florida, 26,663 bags in South Carolina, and 10,008 bags
in Georgia.4 At this time, the lint was packed loosely in bags
weighing far less than the 400 pounds typical of a pressed bale
of Upland cotton. Sea Island probably accounted for barely onefourth by weight of Florida’s 1859 cotton crop of 65,153 bales.5
Sea Island was grown almost entirely outside the five-county “red
hill” region around Tallahassee where Upland short-staple cotton dominated plantation agriculture. That Sea Island was of
little importance there is indicated by cotton shipments out of
St. Marks, the principal port for Middle Florida. Upland cotton
1.
2.

3.
4.
5.

W. A. Orton, “Sea Island Cotton,” United States Department of Agriculture, Farmers Bulletin 787 (Washington, 1916), 1-40. See especially the
map on page 2.
Lewis Cecil Gray and Esther Katherine Thompson, History of Agriculture in the Southern United States To 1860, 2 vols. (Washington, 1933;
facsimile edition, New York, 1958), II, 675, 733-39; Jerrell H. Shofner and
William Warren Rogers, “Sea Island Cotton in Ante-Bellum Florida,”
Florida Historical Quarterly, XL (April 1962), 373-80.
Gray and Thompson, History of Agriculture, II, 734.
Ibid.
Ibid.; U.S. Census Office, Eighth Census of the United States, 1860, Agriculture, II (Washington, 1864), 19.
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totalling 46,636 bales and valued at $2,098,620 left St. Marks in
1856; Sea Island cotton shipments totalled only 6,641 bales valued
at $431,665.6
After the Civil War Sea Island continued for a time to comprise only about one-fourth of the Florida cotton crop, but by
1880 its production accelerated, and eventually it would become
the state’s most productive cotton crop. In 1879, according to a
special report on cotton issued in connection with the United
States Census of 1880, 39,465 of the total Florida production of
54,997 bales was Upland short-staple.7 All but a small fraction
of the Upland cotton was produced in the cotton plantation belt
— Jackson, Gadsden, Leon, Jefferson, and Madison counties— an
area with a predominantly black population; most of the Sea
Island cotton was produced in a dozen or more counties outside
this territory, a predominantly white area.8 No Sea Island at all
was produced west of the Apalachicola River, and while Sea
Island had taken over a few stands east of this in the Upland
belt, it was not grown there in any considerable quantity except
in Madison County. 9 Madison’s main crop was Upland in
1879, while the cotton grown east and south of Madison was Sea
Island.10 In Hamilton County five-sixths of the cotton was Sea
Island.11 Many variations in yield were found from place to
place, with some particularly favorable locations producing a bale
an acre. On the average, however, approximately five acres were
required to produce one bale of Sea Island cotton, while about
four were required for a larger bale of Upland short-staple.12
The special census report noted, however, that with the price
differential, a grower could earn more from an acre of Sea Island
than from an acre of Upland, even though the latter yielded more
lint. When the price of Upland was ten cents a pound and the
price of Sea Island thirty cents, the net profit on the former
would be $3.42 an acre, while on Sea Island it would be $6.70
6.

Tallahassee Floridian and Journal, February 14, 1857, microfilm, NP 4,
roll 8, Robert Manning Strozier Library, Florida State University, Tallahassee.
7. U.S. Census Office, Tenth Census of the United States, 1880, Cotton Production in the United States, VI, pt. II (Washington, 1884), 209.
8. Ibid., 211.
9. Ibid., 209.
10. Ibid., 222.
11. Ibid., 229.
12. Ibid., 210.
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per acre. The profit was based on an average Upland yield per
acre of .24 of a bale of 475 pounds. From this production of 114
pounds of lint per acre the farmer would receive $11.40. After
subtracting $7.98 as the cost of his production, he would realize
a net profit of $3.42 on each acre of Upland cotton. Sea Island
product per acre averaged .19 of a 350-pound bale; and the sixtyseven pounds of lint thus produced would sell for $20.10. After
subtracting the cost of production, amounting to $13.40, the
grower would have $6.70 as net profit on each acre of Sea Island
cotton cultivated.13
The 1890 census revealed gains for Sea Island cotton in Florida. Cotton production decreased throughout most of the Upland
belt between 1879 and 1889, but in the Sea Island cotton-growing
counties production increased sharply, in some areas doubling.14
In 1895-1896 the Florida Commissioner of Agriculture reported
that Sea Island, with 93,514 planted acres, was the major cotton
in Florida, far exceeding Upland with a planted acreage of
70,860. Production was reported to be 24,574 bales of Sea Island
as compared with 21,104 bales of Upland; the value of the Sea
Island crop was $1,376,966 as compared with $696,789 for Upland. “Sea Island cotton is a close second in importance to tobacco as a standard field crop,” said the commissioner, “and
should be planted by every farmer whose soil is suitable for the
15
purpose. “ Sea Island had gained still further by 1899, when the
United States Census reported Florida production was 31,238
bales in twenty-nine counties. Ten years earlier, 23,918 bales had
been produced, There was even a larger gain in Georgia, where
the area of production had expanded to eighty-two counties and
the yield had increased to 57,812 bales from 13,629 bales in
1889. 16
There were, however, some disadvantages in growing Sea Island cotton. Production per acre was smaller. Selection of seed,
cultivating the cotton, and picking it all required more attention
and skill than Upland cotton. Special care had to be taken that
13. Ibid.
14. U.S. Census Office, Eleventh Census of the United States, 1890, Report on
the Statistics of Agriculture, V (Washington, 1895), 58-59.
15. Florida, Report of the Commissioner of Agriculture of the State of Florida, for the period Beginning Jan. I, 1895, and ending Dec. 31, 1896
(Tallahassee, 1896), 90-91, 85.
16. U.S. Census Office, Twelfth Census of the United States, 1900, Agriculture, VI, pt. II (Washington, 1902), 415.
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the picked cotton was clean, neither wet nor too dry when it was
ready for the gin, and that it was properly ginned. Short-staple
cotton was ginned on saw gins, which could handle 650 pounds
per hour; Sea Island required a roller gin that could handle only
fifty to eighty pounds an hour. Finally, the marketing of Sea
Island cotton was more difficult, particularly in localities where
merchants and buyers were not very familiar with “long cotton”
and might offer less than the actual value of the crop.17 Despite
these disadvantages an increasing number of farmers grew Sea
Island cotton where the land and the climate were suitable.
There was no competition, except from other American Sea Island cotton growers, when the staple they produced was between
one and five-eighths and one and seven-eighths inches and the
grade good. Egyptian cotton and Upland long-staple cotton from
the Mississippi Valley were in competition only when the Sea
Island grade was low or the staple short. Sea Island cotton produced in the West Indies competed only with the premium cotton grown on the South Carolina islands.18
The land within wagon-hauling distance of Madison, Florida,
at the eastern extremity of the state’s antebellum Upland belt,
appeared to meet most of the conditions required for Sea Island
cotton. It grew best on land with a sandy or sandy loam soil that
had a clay sub-soil a foot below the surface. The most suitable
soil was classified as Norfolk fine sand, followed by Norfolk sand,
Norfolk sandy loam, and a few related types. Sea Island also
thrived where the atmosphere was humid. Island locations provided the needed atmospheric moisture and so, apparently, did
swamps and forests bordering inland fields. In addition to the
trackless wild called San Pedro Bay, Madison County had many
swamps on the border of the uplands covering the northern twothirds of the county. Although Sea Island also required a continuing supply of moisture for the roots— thriving much better
than short-staple cotton during a wet season— it also needed some
elevation to assure good drainage. Some of Madison County’s
pine-clad slopes and rolling lands appeared to be ideal for the
crop. 19

17.
18.
19.

Orton, “Sea Island Cotton,” 3, 4, 5, 8, 18, 20, 26, 28-32.
Ibid., 7.
Ibid., 3-4.
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As in other Middle Florida counties, agriculture in Madison
emerged from. the Civil War in a severely depressed state. The
county appears, however, to have had a large number of yeomen
farmers who were determined to improve conditions, and their
ranks were soon swelled by many newcomers. If participation in
the Granger movement was an indication of developing tendencies in agriculture, Madison was one of the most progressive
counties in the state in the early 1870s. Seven of the twenty-eight
local Granges in Florida in 1873 were in Madison County.20
Judge John C. McGehee, the head of one, was the owner of 2,430acre Chuleotah Plantation on the Old St. Augustine Road. He
had been interested in scientific agriculture since before the Civil
War as indicated by his authorship of a paper, “Black Seed Cotton,” read at the Planters Convention in Columbia, South Carolina, in 1853.2l Sea Island cotton evidently had an appeal for all
of the progressive-thinking agriculturalists, whether planters or
dirt farmers, but because it was a crop that seemed capable of a
good cash return on a small acreage, it had a particular appeal
for the small independent farmers and landowners.
Combined with an ideal natural setting and an experimental
bent among farmers, was the additional ingredient of local business enterprise, eventually aided by outside capital. These turned
Madison into one of the centers for the ginning and shipping of
Sea Island cotton during the latter part of the nineteenth cenThe Rural Carolinian; an illustrated magazine of agriculture, horticulture and the arts, V (1873-1874), 316. This journal, published in Charleston, South Carolina, listed local Granges with Madison County members and their masters, as: Villiage, B. F. Wardlaw of Madison; Cherry
Lake, John Tillman of Madison; Forrest, B. D. Harrell of Ellaville;
Withlacoochee, William McDaniel of Madison; Shiloh, A. J. Lea of
Quitman, Georgia; Chuleotah, J. C. McGehee of Madison; and Suwannee, George F. Drew of Ellaville. The Strozier Library contains volumes
one through five, October 1869 to September 1874.
21. Weymouth T. Jordan, Rebels In The Making: Planters’ Conventions and
Southern Propaganda (Tuscaloosa, Alabama, 1958), 87. Published as
number seven in the series Confederate Centennial Studies. John C. McGehee (1801-1881) is better known as the president of the Florida Secession Convention of 1861. For a brief sketch by his niece, Rosa Galphin,
see “Documents Relating to Secession in Florida,” Florida Historical
Quarterly, IV (April 1926), 183-91. Another Grange master, George F.
Drew (1827-1900), became Florida’s first Democratic governor following
Reconstruction. See Jerrell H. Shofner, “A Note on Governor George F.
Drew,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XLVIII (April 1970), 412-14; Edward C. Williamson, “George F. Drew, Florida’s Redemption Governor,”
Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXVIII (January 1960), 206-15; Allen
Morris, comp., The Florida Handbook, 1975-1976 (Tallahassee, 1975), 86.
20.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol54/iss3/4

6

Paisley: Madison County's Sea Island Cotton Industry, 1870-1916
MADISON COUNTY’S SEA ISLAND COTTON INDUSTRY

291

tury. The seacoast city of Savannah, and the inland towns of
Blackshear and Valdosta, Georgia, and Alachua, Florida, became
the other principal centers for handling the interior Sea Island
cotton crop of Georgia and Florida.22 Sea Island cotton was first
introduced into Lowndes County, Georgia, in 1874-1876. Valdosta, the county seat, only thirty miles from Madison, between
1890 and 1916 boasted of being the largest inland market for
Sea Island cotton in the world.23
In Madison, the principal Sea Island cotton ginnery for many
years was the Florida Manufacturing Company, the product of
the business enterprise of John Livingston Inglis, son of Scottish
parents and a native of Liverpool, England. Inglis was born on
January 1, 1838, and was in America as early as 1857. He was at
Newport, Florida, when the Civil War broke out. He joined a
Wakulla County company and served in the Confederate army
in Florida, Tennessee, and Kentucky, and was captured in the
Battle of Nashville near the end of the war and imprisoned for
five months at Johnson’s Island. Discharged from Confederate
service as a captain, he returned to Florida, going to Madison
where his father lived.24
The idea and first initiative for the Florida Manufacturing
Company appear to have been those of Inglis’s father, Andrew,
a native of Edinburgh who had come to America shortly before
the Civil War and had settled in Madison in 1861.25 In August
1866, the older Inglis signed articles of agreement with two Madison County merchants, Samuel B. Thomas and Archie Livingston,
forming a partnership called the Madison Manufacturing Company for the purpose of “carrying on the saw milling, grist milling, and cotton ginning business.“26
Thomas and Livingston agreed to provide the capital for the
enterprise, together with 680 acres of land. Forty acres were along
22.

Orton, “Sea Island Cotton,” 5.

23. [General James Jackson Chapter, D.A.R.], History of Lowndes County,

Georgia (Valdosta, Georgia, n.d.), 89. Copy in P. K. Yonge Library of
Florida History, University of Florida, Gainesville.
24. Florida Edition, Makers of America, An Historical and Biographical
Work by an Able Corps of Writers, 4 vols. (Atlanta, 1969-1911), IV,
277-78; Madison Enterprise-Recorder, June 8, 1917.
25. Florida Edition, Makers of America, IV, 277.
26. Madison County Deed Record Book H-1, p. 321, Office of the Circuit
Court Clerk, Courthouse, Madison. All Madison County records cited
hereinafter are located in the courthouse.
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a road which was a southward extension of Range Street in Madison, at the tracks of what was then called the Pensacola and
Georgia Railroad. This was later the site of the Florida Manufacturing Company’s gin and warehouses. Andrew Inglis, a construction engineer, millwright, and machinist, was to design the
plant, including plans for its steam and other machinery, and to
superintend the operation. He was to receive a salary of $1,000 a
27
year and one-third of the profits . Since Inglis died a year after
the agreement was signed, it is doubtful whether the cotton gin
was constructed before his death.28
In 1870, however, the same land was being used by John L.
Inglis and his partner, Samuel B. Thomas, now his father-inlaw.29 One of the enterprises of the Inglis and Thomas partnership was a general store which, from the date on the brick
store building that still stands across the tracks and across Range
Street from the cotton gin, was in operation in 1873.30 Shortly
afterwards Inglis became sole owner of the land and enterprises.
The 1875 taxrolls indicate that with property valued at $23,380
upon which taxes of $421.34 were paid, he was one of Madison
County’s largest taxpayers. 31 A letterhead dated 1877 reveals that
among his enterprises was Phoenix Mills.32 By 1882 Inglis evidently was operating a sizable ginnery. A deed signed that year included a ginhouse, millhouse, shops, boilers, belting, engines, and
other equipment in the transfer of land at the Pensacola and
Georgia Railroad tracks to a New York corporation, Madison
Cotton Ginning Company, Phoenix Mills. At the same time
Inglis and two New York capitalists, Edgar L. and Hugh D.
Auchincloss, incorporated this new company with an authorized
capital of $35,000.33
The formation of the new company and transfer of the ginnery to it in 1882 represented the first entry of outside capital into
the Madison. enterprise. By 1889 Inglis had become a minority
stockholder in Madison Cotton Ginning Company, Phoenix
27. Ibid.
28. Andrew Inglis died, according to his gravestone in Oak Ridge Cemetery,
Madison, on October 21, 1867.
29. Madison County Deed Record Book H-2, pp. 116, 129, 131.
30. Interview with Miss Christine Sasser, Madison, October 6, 1973.
31. Madison County Taxrolls, 1872-1877, microfilm roll JR3893-94, 18721877, Florida State Library, Tallahassee.
32. This letter is in the possession of E. B. Browning, Sr., Madison.
33. Madison County Deed Record Book K, pp. 766, 855.
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Mills, and various members of the Auchincloss family owned
$64,000 of the $100,000 in capital stock. In this same year the
plant was sold again, this time to the Florida Manufacturing
Company, a New York corporation, for $110,000.34 With this
sale Inglis left the cotton ginning business to pioneer in mining rock phosphates as president of the newly organized Dunnellon Phosphate Company. 35 The ginnery now came under
the control of the Scottish thread-makers, J. & P. Coats, Ltd., a
company that was the largest thread manufacturer in Great
Britain and shortly, along with a British affiliate, would control
two-thirds of the cotton thread production in the United States.36
How big the ginnery was under Inglis’s ownership is not
known, but by the turn of the century it was by far the largest in
this part of the Sea Island cotton belt. Eventually there was a
complex of several buildings east of Range Street and north of
the tracks of what became the Seaboard Coastline Railroad, with
a work force of seventy-five. The two-story brick ginhouse contained sixty-five gins, all but a few of them for Sea Island cotton.
It was said to be capable of a production of 140 bales a day. The
old Inglis and Thomas store building was used as a commissary,
and there were houses for supervisory personnel and some for employees, many of whom were blacks. The company had a complete water system with fire hydrants. Before the turn of the century there was a mill to remove the oil from the cottonseed and
compress the residue into cottonseed cake. In addition to providing more cash for farmers, this part of the operation filled the air
34. Ibid., Book 0,204.
35. Florida Edition, Makers of America, IV, 278-79. Hugh D. Auchincloss and
J. W. Auchincloss, who had been associated with Inglis in the cottonginning enterprise, also were investors in the phosphate industry. Inglis
lived the last several years of his life in Jacksonville. Madison EnterpriseRecorder, June 8, 1917. His interest in history led to his election in 1913
to the office of second vice-president of the Florida Historical Society.
Watt Marchman, “The Florida Historical Society, 1856-1861, 1879, 19021940,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XIX (July 1940), 25. Inglis died on
June 3, 1917. Madison Enterprise-Recorder, June 8, 1917.
36. The business records of the Florida Manufacturing Company appear to
have been lost. Whatever can be reconstructed about the enterprise
comes from such sources as Miss Christine Sasser, whose father, A. Calvin
Sasser (1851-1923) was an employee of the company for forty-two years,
finally becoming mill superintendent. John L. Fonda was manager during much of this period. Interview with Miss Christine Sasser, Madison,
August 31, 1972. See also Melvin Thomas Copeland, The Cotton Manufacturing Industry of the United States (Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1923),
169-70.

Published by STARS, 1975

9

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 54 [1975], No. 3, Art. 4
294

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

all fall and winter with the pungent and pleasant odor of cooking
cottonseed oil and cake.37 The Seaboard locomotives moved
freight cars in and out of the plant area on spur tracks. In addition, after 1900 there was also what was popularly known as the
“Spool Cotton Road” which connected the plant with Valdosta,
Georgia. 38
In the central part of the complex was a brick building housing the boilers and steam engine that powered the gins. Manufactured by the Lane E. Bodley Company of Cincinnati, this
engine was capable of generating 500 horsepower. The five-foot
stroke of its piston was conveyed to a flywheel eighteen feet in
diameter, while a drive shaft, belt, and transmission line composed of 2,000 feet or more of two-inch Manila rope conveyed
the power to the gins and other machinery. For miles around
Madison could be heard the blast of the plant whistle at 4 a.m.,
noon, and at 6 p.m., but many a wagon full of cotton was on the
road before the early morning blast. There were spaces where
three wagons could unload their cotton simultaneously, and the
wagons had to wait only a few minutes as large suction pipes
took up the cotton. Carl Smith, who farmed 800 acres in the
Hanson community six miles north of Madison until his death
in September 1975, used to tell how he once got too close to a
suction pipe and lost his hat with a load of cotton.39
While it took only ten or fifteen minutes to unload a wagon,
the wagons waited in long lines before they were admitted to the
gin. One line usually extended north on Range Street for several
blocks, while others formed from traffic that flowed into Madison
along the Hopewell, Sampala, and other roads from the south.
Farmers brought their cotton not only from throughout Madison
but from Lafayette, Taylor, and other counties. Not infrequently,
a load started on its way the day before it was to be ginned.
Interview with Miss Christine Sasser, Madison, August 31, 1972; interview with Jesse Hughey, Hanson, September 7, 1973; interview with
Henry A. Bennett, Madison, October 6, 1973. See also Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, April 7, 1963.
38. History of Lowndes County, Georgia, 1825-1941, 209. This source states
that the railroad, actually named the “Florida, Midland & Gulf,” was
started by J. & P. Coats, but later turned over to “Col. J. M. Wilkinson
and associates.”
39. Interviews with Paul H. McClune, Madison, August 31, 1972, October 6,
1973; interview with Miss Christine Sasser, Madison, October 6, 1973;
interview with Carl Smith, Hanson, June 14, 1973. Much of the detail
is from Mr. McClune, a machinist.
37.
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Henry A. Bennett of Madison, who was eighty-three on January
7, 1973, recalls as a boy hearing the wagons rumbling along during the night, and sometimes the haulers encamped overnight on
his father’s farm three miles south of Madison on State Road
53.40 Sometimes the seed cotton arrived in freight cars instead of
wagons— probably reflecting not only the shortage of ginning
equipment for long-staple cotton in the Upland cotton belt to
the west, but also the widespread practice of selling Sea Island
cotton “in the seed.“41 It was believable to the people of Madison, a town with a population of only 849 in 1900, that this indeed was “the largest Sea Island cotton gin in the world.“42
After 1900, the Madison Ginning Company, owned and operated by B. B. McCall, and occupying a full block at the edge
of the Madison business district, provided growers another gin
for their Sea Island cotton.43 The Merchant’s & Farmers Ginning
Company was still a third ginnery; as the 1916 cotton picking
season approached, its directors announced that two additional
40. Interview with Henry A. Bennett, Madison, October 6, 1973. Mr. Bennett converted the old Inglis and Thomas store building into a residence
and has lived there since 1946, unperturbed by the freight trains that
roar by, day and night, scarcely thirty feet from the doorstep. He has
long been an admirer of trains.
41. Interview with Tom J. Beggs, Madison, September 30, 1972; interview
with James E. Hughey, Sr., Madison, September 7, 1973.
42. U.S. Census Office, Twelfth Census of the United States, 1900, Population, I, pt. I (Washington, 1901), 441. Paul H. McClune, a resident of
Madison since 1925, first learned of the community from a geography
book when he was attending Walnut Run School, Lancaster County,
Pennsylvania, about 1914 or 1915. This book, he remembers, referred
to Madison as having “the largest Sea Island cotton gin in the world.”
Interview with Paul McClune, Madison, August 31, 1972. E. B. Browning, Sr., of Madison, who is more familiar with Madison County history
than any other person, and who proved to be of great assistance in the
researching of this article, does not know either upon what the claim
is based or when it originated, but is inclined to beileve that it is true.
Browning to the author, September 22, 1973. That the county ginned
more Sea Island cotton than any other in South Carolina, Georgia, or
Florida is indicated in a special 1900 census report. See U. S. Census
Office, Twelfth Census of the United States, 1900, Manufactures, IX, pt.
III (Washington, 1902), 342, 343, 347. This report stated that Madison
County ginned 8,983 bales of Sea Island cotton in 1899, its nearest rivals
being Bulloch County, Georgia, with 7,868 bales, and Lowndes County,
Georgia, with 7,577 bales. In Florida, the county second in Sea Island
cotton ginning to Madison was Alachua, with 4,868 bales. Other census
evidence proves that although Madison was a small town in 1900, Madison County was a large county with 6,542 white persons and 8,904
blacks, a total population of 15,446. See Twelfth Census, 1900, Population, I, pt. I, 533.
43. Interview with Tom J. Beggs, Madison, September 30, 1972; Madison
County Deed Record Book 25, pp. 601, 603.
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long cotton gins were being installed, making six for long cotton
44
and two for Upland short-staple. Small ginneries also operated
in the communities of Greenville, Pinetta, and Lee, as well as
smaller places. 45 In 1915 there were nine gins with 122 employees
in Madison County.46
Several Madison merchants, as well as other cotton buyers,
purchased the farmers’cotton. The growers would take a handful of lint from buyer to buyer and sell at the highest price offered. One of the cotton buyers was T. J. Beggs & Co., whose
store across Range Street from the courthouse opened its doors
during the heyday of the Sea Island cotton business and is still
doing business after nearly ninety years. Beggs took the cotton at
currently quoted prices and usually shipped it to a broker at
Savannah, Georgia. The cotton was held in a warehouse there,
and it was resold when the market appeared to be the most
favorable. Beggs frequently dealt with the commission merchants
and brokers, Butler and Stevens, or with W. W. Gordon and
Company. 47
Many growers sold to country merchants whose stores were to
be found throughout Madison County at that time. Small farmers
with a single ox or mule were able to dispose of their cotton near
their farms. Many had only broken lots amounting to considerably less than a bale after ginning, and they sold it in the seed.48
The Madison Enterprise-Recorder often carried local market
quotations for long cotton both in the seed and as lint. On October 20, 1916, for instance, the quotations were thirteen and
one-half cents a pound for seed cotton, forty-one cents for lint.
The price received depended to some extent upon the grade,
and there were grades ranging from fancy, extra choice, and
extra fine down to fine and “dogs,” with a price differential of
44. Madison Enterprise-Recorder, July 7, 1916.
45. Interview with Carl Smith, Hanson, June 14, 1973; interview with Mrs.
Lola Whitty, Lee, September 7, 1973.
46. Florida Department of Agriculture, Fourteenth Biennial Report of the
Department of Agriculture of the State of Florida, Division of Agriculture and Immigration, Part 3— Census of Manufactures for the year 1915
(Tallahassee, 1916), 25.
47. Interview with Tom J. Beggs, Madison, September 30, 1972; interview
with James E. Hughey, Sr., Madison, September 7, 1973. Mr. Beggs loaned
the author several from among the more than fifty storebooks from his
father’s store, and its predecessor— W. L. Parramore & Co.— dating from
the 1880s.
48. Interview with Carl Smith, Hanson, September 7, 1973.
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up to ten cents a pound. Exposure to weather before picking,
storing or ginning when too wet, the presence of stained or yellow cotton or of leaves or other trash all reduced the grade.
Probably few cotton buyers in the area made a fine distinction
between grades, and some farmers probably were paid too little
and others too much for their cotton.49
Storebooks of the Beggs enterprise show receipt of sixteen
bales of Sea Island cotton during the fall of 1903 from D. M.
Deas, who was paid prices ranging from nineteen and one-half
to twenty-three and one-fourth cents a pound for lint cotton.
Deas made the first of several deliveries of his cotton on October
15, a lot consisting of six bales that brought $420.42. The second
delivery, October 20, consisted of three bales that sold for $226.19;
the third, October 23, of one bale that brought $80.85; the fourth,
November 15, of three bales that sold for $266.50. Deas’s fifth
and final delivery, on December 2, brought the highest price of
the season, twenty-three and one-half cents a pound, but the
three bales that were delivered at this time apparently were
undersized, for they brought only $248.31.50
Prices paid by the store during the 1903-1904 season ranged
from twenty and one-fourth to twenty-five and one-half cents a
pound for Sea Island cotton and from ten to fifteen cents a pound
for Upland cotton. During the two seasons prior to this, Sea
Island brought about twenty cents and Upland eight cents
through the season. In 1900-1901 Sea Island was priced at from
twenty-one and eight-tenths cents to twenty-two and three-fourths
cents, while Upland was priced at eight and one-half cents. During the 1905 season the price of Upland fell from ten and threeeighths cents to three and one-half cents during the course of the
year, but Sea Island fluctuated only between eighteen and fivetenths cents and twenty-one cents. 51 Sometimes, however, the
price of Sea Island cotton dipped almost to the price of Upland
cotton. Henry A. Bennett recalls when, in one of the early years
of this century, he sold long cotton in the seed at five cents a
pound and a neighbor sold a 400-pound bale of long cotton for
twelve and one-half cents a pound in the lint.52
49. W. A. Orton, “Sea Island Cotton,” 6.
50. T. J. Beggs & Co., Cash Book D, 1901-05. Loaned to the author by Mr.
Beggs.
51. Ibid.
52. Interview with Henry A. Bennett, Madison, October 6, 1973.
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The amount of cotton taken in by Beggs varied considerably
from year to year. In the 1896-1897 season the storebooks reflect
purchase of 640 bales of Sea Island for $33,482, and no purchases
of Upland cotton; in 1897-1898 the store bought 1,626 bales of
Sea Island for $73,631, while it purchased only 152 bales of Upland for $3,472.84. In 1898-1899, the store bought 695 bales of
Sea Island for $33,236 and 153 bales of Upland for $3,487.95; in
1899-1900 it received 822 bales of Sea Island cotton for $48,298
and sixteen bales of Upland for $539.53
Enterprising farmers who were willing and able to provide
all of the care needed in the growing and handling of Sea Island
cotton prospered with “long cotton,” as it was universally called.
John Phillip Smith left Fort Scott, Kansas, and moved his family
and much of his farm machinery to Madison County in 1896.
He secured a 420-acre farm near Sampala Lake for $3.50 an acre.
Devoting some fifty acres to Sea Island cotton, he was able to pay
off his farm mortgage within two years. Two Kansas neighbors
who had moved the same year were less successful. They had been
promised all the acreage they could clear and plant at a remote
spot, also near Lake Sampala, called Mt. Lonesome, but within a
year they were returning to Kansas suffering from malaria.54
Henry A. Bennett’s father, Joseph Bennett, brought his family
from South Carolina to Florida in 1895, settling first in Lafayette
County and shortly afterward in Madison County. He grew only
long cotton, never planting more than thirty acres.55
James E. Hughey, Sr., who was eighty-eight in the fall of 1973,
recalls that he and other farmers “made a living” out of long
cotton, just about the only cash crop at the time.56 In many instances farming was an enterprise carried on by white families on
a small acreage using principally the labor of the family and a
few extra hands in the chopping and picking season. Hughey’s
brother, I. Z. Hughey, had 110 acres that he called a “two-horse
farm.” There was one black tenant family on the place, and some
black hands were engaged during busy seasons. One son, Jesse
Hughey (later city manager of Madison), recalls picking Sea
Island cotton, an irksome and difficult job, and helping get it
53. T. J. Beggs & Co., Daybook D; Daybook E; Ledger C.
54. Interview with Carl Smith, Hanson, June 14, 1973. A son of J. P. Smith,
Carl Smith was only two years old when his family moved from Kansas.
55. Interview with Henry A. Bennett, Madison, October 6, 1973.
56. Interview with James E. Hughey, Sr., Madison, September 7, 1973.
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ready to take into town for ginning. After picking, the seed cotton was placed on the porch of the farmhouse to dry. The night
before it was to be ginned, it was loaded into a wagon and
packed down by tramping. The next morning the family’s twomule wagon reached Madison by daylight in order to get a good
place in the line of wagons leading to Florida Manufacturing
Company. This line, he recalls, frequently was four or five blocks
long. 57
E. B. Browning, Sr., former Madison County superintendent
of schools and Madison’s best-known historian, remembers the
time when, as a boy growing up on a farm near Greenville, he
worked in the long cotton fields. “I well recall picking long cotton, chopping and hoeing it. There was zest in each operation
that tended to ease the aching back, for we were in the springtime of life. Riding to Madison to the gin on top of the cotton
wagon and eating cheese, sardines, and crackers, had it all over a
Sheraton Plaza menu. Moreover, the leisurely work in the field
bred a group of raconteurs the like of which we may never see or
hear again. Their stories might at times have stood a little sanitation but were always good.“58
Sometimes Sea Island cotton-growing was an all-white enterprise, with white labor used even for cultivating and picking. In
other instances Sea Island cotton growing was carried on with
black tenant labor, as on the extensive Sampala Plantation of
Captain Theodore Randall.59 Another tenant farm was the 800acre farm of John T. Woodard on the Blue Springs Road east of
Madison. Woodard allowed tenants to use the land in any way
they wished so long as they agreed to plant fifteen acres in long
cotton.60 Short cotton was sometimes grown on the same farms
with long cotton, but Sea Island was the principal money crop in
the areas where it could be grown.61
57. Interview with Jesse Hughey, Hanson, September 7, 1973.
58. E. P. Browning, Sr., to author, September 22, 1973.
59. Interview with James J. Cruce, State Road 360, near the community of
Moseley Hall, thirteen miles southwest of Madison, June 14, 1973.
60. Interview with Carl W. Burnett, Blue Springs Road, State Highway 6,
four miles east of Madison, September 30, 1972. Burnett was the son-inlaw of Woodard.
61. Interview with Carl Smith, Hanson, June 14, 1973. In 1899 Madison
County had nearly four times as many acres in Sea Island as in short
staple cotton and led all other Florida counties in the production of Sea
Island cotton. Sea Island was planted on 21,112 acres and produced 5,312
commercial bales, while Upland was planted on 5,358 acres and produced
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The relatively high price of Sea Island evidently attracted
many farmers to its cultivation. Sea Island was a boon to families with or without farms who could earn extra cash by picking
it. There was more work associated with Sea Island, both in the
cultivating and picking, than Upland, and the fall cotton-picking
season frequently found several members of a family in the field.
James J. Cruce in 1973, at the age of eighty-two, farmed a tract
on State Road 360 east of Moseley Hall. He had lived near the
community of Shady Grove in Taylor County at the turn of the
century. Sea Island cotton was not grown there, but Cruce remembers that as a child of seven or eight he, a younger brother,
and their mother began coming to the area in Madison County
where he now lives to pick long cotton. He could pick sixty or
seventy-five pounds a day, and his mother could pick 100 to 125
pounds. They received one and one-half cents a pound.62 Henry
A. Bennett, who picked cotton on other farms in addition to his
father’s, recalls never having been able to pick more than fiftynine pounds, a record pick on three separate days. Bennett also
said the picking wage he received was $1.00 per hundred
pounds.63
White farmers in the Madison area where the Cruce family
picked cotton usually had about five acres in Sea Island— sometimes ten, and rarely as many as fifteen acres— and they used
white labor to pick it. The cotton was planted as soon as the
danger of frost had passed, perhaps by April 1. Picking began late
in September, about a month later than for Upland cotton. There
were usually five or six pickings two weeks apart. The final one
usually was in November, but Cruce remembers picking some cotton after Christmas.
In contrast with Upland cotton, Sea Island was a tall plant,
frequently six-feet high and with a stalk as big as a boy’s arm.
The bolls at the lower part of the plant ripened first, and pickers
moved upward as the season progressed. The Sea Island bolls
were smaller, longer, and more pointed than Upland bolls, and
never opened as widely as Upland. There were only three locks
1,937 bales. See Twelfth Census, 1900, Agriculture, VI, pt. II, 430, 431,
435.
62. Interview with James J. Cruce, State Road 360, June 14, 1973.
63. Interview with Henry A. Bennett, Madison, October 6, 1973. This is near
the price of $1.00 to $1.25 per hundred pounds that prevailed in the Sea
Island belt in 1916. See Orton, “Sea Island Cotton,” 5.
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of cotton compared with four or five in Upland. The cotton was
planted in rows three and one-half to four feet apart. With fifteen
or twenty pickers in a ten-acre field, one picking would require
four or five days.
The picking was hard work, but Cruce recalls that there occasionally was a treat at the end, an opportunity to ride on top of
a load of cotton the thirteen miles to the big ginnery in Madison.
The wagons lined up sometimes for a fourth of a mile south of
the Florida Manufacturing Company, and it was sometimes six or
seven hours before a wagon could be unloaded. He says this was
all for the good, however, because being in a big town like Madison that long was fun for a country boy.64
Production of Sea Island cotton was maintained after 1900 at
about the level it reached during the previous decade. The average production of 400-pound bales during the 1910-1914 period
was reported by the United States Department of Agriculture:
South Carolina, 8,022 bales; Georgia, 50,055 bales; and Florida,
30,454 bales.65
The industry was thriving around Madison when, in 1916,
the Mexican boll weevil made its first appearance. There had
been a forewarning of this the year before when the Madison
Enterprise-Recorder relayed a report by the United States Department of Agriculture that the boll weevil had suddenly stepped up the speed of its progress across the Southeast. They were
encouraged by a drought in Mississippi and Alabama that deprived the weevils then infesting fields in those states of the accustomed cotton squares to feed upon. Then, borne by high
winds that blew continuously for several days toward the northeast, the boll weevil advanced three times as far during the last
two weeks of August 1915, as the thirty miles it usually moved in
an entire season. It invaded Georgia, infesting twenty-five counties, northwest Florida, and infested twenty additional counties
in Alabama.66
Growers, cotton buyers, and the Madison Enterprise-Recorder
remained confident during the cotton-growing season in 1916. On
June 2 the newspaper reported that Frank Littleton had brought
in the year’s first cotton bloom, and on July 28 County Agent
64. Interview with James J. Cruce, State Road 360, June 14, 1973.
65. Orton, “Sea Island Cotton,” 3.
66. Madison Enterprise-Recorder, November 5, 1915.

Published by STARS, 1975

17

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 54 [1975], No. 3, Art. 4
302

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

D. R. McQuarrie optimistically reported in his newspaper column that “‘indications are that no weevils hibernated in this
county,” and that it looked like the boll weevil was “not going
to damage the cotton crop very much if any in Madison County
this year.“67
Then during the last week of August 1916, M. C. Gaston of
the Hamburg community ten miles northwest of Madison
brought to the newspaper office a vial containing three live boll
weevils that he had picked off of his long cotton. “Mr. Gaston
says that they are eating up his crop and that they will have
destroyed at least 2-3 [sic] of the total crop of his cotton and of
68
his uncle, J. A. Gaston,” said the newspaper. A month later,
County Agent D. R. McQuarrie reported that the boll weevils
“are all over Madison County. I have been in several fields in
every section of the county and they are here prepared to get
next year’s crop. I question if a farmer can make a crop of long
staple cotton next year even if he follows Demonstration instructions as the problem has yet to be worked out in the long staple
section.” He thought short cotton might be able to survive provided quick maturing varieties were planted early.69 A subsequent report showed the boll weevil had moved into Florida as
far as Alachua and Levy counties.70
McQuarrie’s earlier optimism about the 1916 crop of Sea
Island cotton was justified by the final report of ginnings in
1916. The boll weevil did not severely curtail the crop, and in
fact ginnings of all cotton in Madison County totaled 8,055 bales
as compared with 6,390 the previous year when there had been
a light crop, according to a report in the Madison Democrat-Recorder on January 26, 1917.
During the next season, 1917, the boll weevil struck Madison
County with full fury. Ginnings fell to 2,300 bales, about onefourth those of the year before.71 James E. Hughey, Sr., who had
been farming on his own place since 1909 and making a living
with four or five acres of long cotton, had experienced success
with a crop and had planned to make an even better one. He
spread tons of stable manure on his cottonfield, but the boll
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.

Ibid., June 2, July 28, 1916.
Ibid., September 1, 1916.
Ibid., September 29, 1916.
Ibid., October 20, 1916.
Ibid., January 25, 1918.
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weevils got into his cotton. “I didn’t make nothing— the boll
weevil got all of it,” recalls Hughey, who shortly left farming
after this disastrous experience and took up carpentry, a trade he
followed for the remainder of his working life.72
Carl Smith, who had come to Madison County as a two-yearold when his father moved the family from Kansas, and who
had seen many an acre produce a bale of long cotton, recalled
that he planted his last crop of Sea Island in 1921 on his own
farm. The fifteen acres planted in long cotton produced only
750 pounds of seed cotton, which he sold in the seed for seventyfive cents a pound. He and many other farmers grew some Upland cotton alone after long cotton had succumbed to the boll
weevil.73 As James J. Cruce put it: “After the boll weevil came
you could still get half a crop with short cotton, but the growing
season was so long for long cotton and it took so long to mature
that the boll weevil ate it up and stripped the stalks bare.“74
Now, however, there was more emphasis on other crops such as
peanuts and tobacco, which began to take hold in Madison
County at this time, with production of more oats, cattle and
hogs. 75
In the winter of 1917-1918 a Madison County delegation
visited Jackson County where, in the wake of the boll weevil,
farmers already had begun to grow peanuts extensively and where
there was a new peanut oil mill in operation. The EnterpriseRecorder suggested that the Florida Manufacturing Company or
the Merchants and Farmers Gin be converted to a peanut oil
mill.76 The Coats interests in March 1918 sold the old ginnery,
excluding the ginning machinery from the sale, and the plant
became the property of the Producers Company headed by B. F.
Williamson of Gainesville.77 Williamson spent several days in
72.
73.
74.
75.

Interview with James E. Hughey, Sr., Madison, September 7, 1973.
Interview with Carl Smith, Hanson, June 14, 1973.
Interview with James J. Cruce, State Road 360, June 14, 1973.
Interview with Carl Smith, Hanson, June 14, 1973; interview with James
E. Hughey, Sr., Madison, September 7, 1973.
76. Madison Enterprise-Recorder, January 4, 1918.
77. Madison County Deed Record Book 36, pp. 544, 575; Deed Record Book
37, pp. 83, 86; Mortgage Book 29, p. 482. Sale of the plant was made
subject to a mortgage of $20,000, payable in three yearly installments in
the offices of The Spool Cotton Company of New York City, the American representative of Coats. The mortgage was satisfied in full on October 28, 1918, as attested by the signature of J. William Clark, president of the Florida Manufacturing Company.
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Madison during the fall of 1918 arranging for conversion of the
78
plant into a peanut oil mill. It was operated as a peanut oil
mill also by another owner, the American Products Corporation.79 But the Madison plant never was a success after the decline of Sea Island cotton. Eventually some of the buildings were
levelled. Governor John W. Martin obtained some of the brick
for a house that he built in Tallahassee.80 After the steam engine
with its giant flywheel had stood idle for a time, the engine was
put into use at the planing mill of the Weaver-Loughridge
Lumber Company at Boyd in Taylor County.81 B. B. McCall’s
Madison Ginning Company closed, and McCall moved to the
West where he operated the McCall Cotton and Oil Company
of Phoenix, Arizona.82 B. A. Scott’s gin near Greenville burned to
the ground near the end of the disastrous 1917 season.83
East and southeast of Madison, Sea Island cotton was slower
in falling victim to the boll weevil, but within a few years long
cotton was a thing of the past throughout the belt in the Southeast where it had been grown since before the Civil War. Production dropped, according to one estimate, from 75,000 or more
bales in 1915 to less then ten bales in 1925.84
During the 1930s there was an effort to revive the industry.
In Madison County the enterprise was directed by George D.
Smith, an entomologist, and for a time the endeavor appeared
to be successful. In 1935 farmers in the county planted 100 acres
of long cotton and produced thirty-nine bales, which sold for
$3,900. The following year acreage was increased to 400, and
there was a further gain in production.85 Ecological conditions
78.
79.
80.
81.

82.
83.
84.
85.

Madison Enterprise-Recorder, November 8, 1918.
Ibid., February 2, 1923; Madison County Deed Record Book 39, p. 84.
Interview with Miss Christine Sasser, Madison, October 6, 1973. Only one
of the large red brick buildings of the original complex still stands. A
historical marker outside commemorates the site of the big ginnery.
Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, April 7, 1963. The giant flywheel and
engine were given to the Madison County Historical Society by the
lumber company and these were returned to Madison in 1973. The
engine was set up across Range Street from the mill site with a historical marker beside it.
Madison Enterprise-Recorder, February 18, 1938. McCall returned to
Madison a year before his death in 1938.
Ibid., November 2, 1917.
Paul M. Gilmer, “Control of the Boll Weevil on Sea Island Cotton,”
Journal of Economic Entomology, 32 (December 1939), 802.
Carlton Smith, “Madison County, Florida, 1933-1936,” typescript, Florida
State Library, Tallahassee; interview with W. Buford Selman, Madison,
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were unfavorable to the boll weevil in those years in Madison
and other counties where a revival was attempted, but the insects
soon made their appearance. The year 1937 proved a disaster
for the 5,000 to 10,000 acres of Sea Island cotton planted in
Georgia and Florida. A heavy infestation of weevils in 1938
ended the attempt to revive long cotton.86 No Sea Island cotton
has been planted in Madison County in many years and even
Upland now is a memory. Six farms had 104 acres in Upland
cotton in 1969 which produced a crop of sixty-nine bales. In
1973 no cotton at all was planted in Madison County.87
September 30, 1972. Mr. Selman was an associate of Mr. Smith in a
cotton crop reporting service at Madison.
86. Gilmer, “Control of the Boll Weevil,” 803, 805.
87. U.S. Bureau of the Census, U.S. Census of Agriculture, I, Area Reports,
Part 29, Florida, Section I, Summary Data (Washington, 1972), 320; R. R.
Hamrick, County Extension Director, to author, October 9, 1973.
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